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Philip Roth is surely among the most gifted contemporary American 
writers. With his keen observation of social changes, his acute perception 
into human nature and his master prose style, he has been called the 
literary heir of Henry James. His novels have drawn scores of critics’ 
multiple comments, and have further revealed Roth’s indispensable status 
in American literature. However, persons who have read Roth’s works 
would easily connect him with alienation, erotic fixations or political guilt. 
As a world famous while internationally notorious Jewish-American writer, 
Roth holds an ambiguous relationship with his Jewish matrix from his third 
novel, Portnoy’s Complaint in 1969, and it has become a heated topic for 
many critics. Some say Roth is a Jewish writer while some argue not. The 
Ghost Writer is such an example which displays both transmission and 
transgression of Jewish tradition. So what’s the relationship between Philip 
Roth and Jewish tradition? Can Roth, a taboo-breaker, completely shed his 
Jewishness away and build a non-Jewish sphere of his own? This is what 
this thesis undertakes to talk about and tries to give an answer to. In view 
of this question, the present thesis takes the famous American sociologist 
Edward Shils’s theory of tradition as its theoretical framework. And by 
scrutinizing his representative work The Ghost Writer, it intends to clarify 
Roth’s relationship with his literary matrix. 
The thesis consists of three chapters plus an “Introduction” and a 
“Conclusion”. 
Chapter One, “Philip Roth and Jewish Tradition”, provides a survey 
of Edward Shils’s theory of tradition, the fate of Jewish tradition in modern 














story of The Ghost Writer. At first, Edward Shils’s academic status is 
briefly stated. The definition of tradition, its four criterions and its function 
in a society are also presented. “Jewish Tradition in Dispute” briefly airs 
the fate of Jewish tradition in modern America. The cultural assimilation 
began the instant the Jewish immigrants set foot on America at the end of 
the 19th century. While pursuing Americanization with energy and adopting 
American behaviors and values freely, the Jewish immigrants feel 
disillusioned by America as a promised land. “Philip Roth and Jewish 
Tradition” is a representation of Roth’s life experience and literary career. 
His writing career is divided into four stages here, which to some extent 
display the springy relationship between Roth and his Jewish matrix. This 
kind of relationship is also showed in his individual works, such as The 
Ghost Writer. 
Chapter Two focuses on Roth’s transmission of Jewish traditions in 
The Ghost Writer. Shils’s theory of tradition’s stability is briefly stated. 
Since only the patterns that have been transmitted over more than three 
generations can be called traditions, while people alive at any time are 
rarely more than three generations away from other members alive, the 
stability of tradition is quite obvious. Then follows a detailed analysis of 
Jewish tradition embodied in The Ghost Writer, in which four aspects are 
scrutinized: “dangling and drifting persons”, “the generation dispute”, “the 
Jewish suffering”, and “the orphanage state”.  
    In Chapter Three, the factors of tradition’s change and Roth’s 
transgression of Jewish traditions in The Ghost Writer will be scrutinized. 
Shils points out that tradition is indispensable, but there are very seldom 
entirely adequate ones. Tradition’s existence compels those who possess it 














topics being aired. Roth’s transgression is showed by Nathan’s attitude 
toward his story “Higher Education”, by the theme of intermarriage, and 
the demythologizing process of the Jewish child martyr Anne Frank. It is 
also showed by Roth’s language and his brave experiment of 
postmodernistic writing techniques. 
    In conclusion, there is a tense and springy relation between Roth and 
his Jewish matrix. He tries to get away from it and create a non-Jewish 
sphere. However, the material he uses comes from his Jewish tradition. But 
this does not mean he is bound or limited by his tradition. Roth is more a 
transgressor than a transmitter of Jewish tradition. It is his transgression 
that offers innovation to the old tradition and pushes it forward. 
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Saying “Philip Roth”, most readers would easily think such themes as 
alienation, erotic fixations, pornography, urban violence, strains in the 
family, divorce, anxiety about Eastern Europe, alarm at the implication of 
Zionism for twentieth-century Jewish history, dismay at the ineffectuality 
of liberalism, and national political guilt and disillusion. Maybe not all 
these would be thought about, but no response would have even a slim 
connection with a good Jewish boy. As a world famous while 
internationally notorious Jewish-American writer, Philip Roth plays a great 
part in denouncing and rejecting Jewish tradition. He calls forth a 
demythologizing process in different aspects of Jewish culture and 
ideology. His part in the subversion of old faiths and sanctions is so big 
that to label him as a Jewish writer would be much harder than an Israel 
betrayer, and Roth himself has rejected the title of “Jewish writer” for an 
“international writer”. As a Jewish writer denying his Jewishness, Roth has 
an ambiguous and debatable connection with his literary matrix for many 
critics. Some say Roth is a Jewish writer while some argue not. So what’s 
the relationship between Philip Roth and Jewish tradition? Can Roth, a 
taboo-breaker, completely shed his Jewishness away and build a 
non-Jewish sphere of his own? This is what this thesis undertakes to 
explore and tries to give an answer to.  
To place Philip Roth properly into his literary matrix and give a 
legitimate expatiation of his relation with Jewish tradition, I find a 
framework in Edward Shils’s theory of tradition. In a time that very few 
people argue for the revival of the beliefs and institutions of the remote 














Transmission and Transgression of Jewish Tradition in Philip Roth’s The Ghost Writer 
work entitled Tradition. In this book, he takes a broad view of what 
tradition is and how it functions. After exploring its stability and change, 
Shils states that though every generation wants to make amendments in, 
even revolt against, the tradition they inherit, nobody can escape the grip of 
the past. Despite unquestionable distinctiveness and living in this present 
time of unprecedented dissolution of tradition, no generation can create its 
own beliefs, apparatus, and patterns of conduct. Tradition is indispensable, 
but there are seldom adequate ones. Their sheer existence disposes those 
who possess them to change them. Those who possess a tradition are 
impelled to modify it to fit their needs. And the change of the tradition is 
caused by endogenous factors, which include rationalization, correction, 
imagination and temptation of anti-traditional elements, together with 
exogenous factors, such as the pressure of an alien tradition and the 
syncretism in the movement of tradition between center and periphery. 
The Jewish tradition has also experienced gradations of change in the 
modern world, especially in America. During thousands of years’ dispersal, 
the Jewish people have held Judaism and Jewish culture as their bonding 
sources, which guide and bless them through the hard times in the host 
countries, through the attacks of anti-Semitism, and through the large scale 
Holocaust during WWⅡ. During the long history of dispersal, their belief 
gives them the uniting strength to bond them as a united people, the 
persistence of returning to the city of Jerusalem and building their own 
country, and the hope of being saved by Messiah. However, the attachment 
and addiction to Jewish culture and Judaism have been challenged and 
declined, along with the growth of the Jews as a people and with the 
assimilation and absorption with other foreign cultures, among which the 
American ideology plays an important role. The immigration to America of 















demography of Jewish experience. Since the first large scale immigration 
of Eastern European Jews into the USA in the period 1880-1920, there 
have been various degrees of assimilation into American life styles and 
ideologies. And a good Jew in these days may be largely American in 
moral and religious outlook. 
Then let’s come to that question again. Can Philip Roth, a 
taboo-breaker, completely shed his Jewishness away and build a 
non-Jewish sphere of his own? By combining together Shils’s theory of 
tradition’s change and stability, the Jewish tradition’s fate of change and 
assimilation, and Roth’s writings, this thesis intends to provide a 
satisfactory and reasonable answer to it. Supported by Shils’s theory of 
tradition, the thesis will elaborate on Philip Roth’s famous fiction, The 
Ghost Writer, and validate his role of both a transmitter and a transgressor 
of Jewish tradition in a multicultural background. The whole thesis is 
divided into three chapters, followed by a conclusion. In Chapter One, 
“Philip Roth and Jewish Tradition”, the background information of Edward 
Schils, Philip Roth and his representative novel, The Ghost Writer, will be 
briefly aired. There is also a generalization of Edward Shils’s theory of 
tradition, a discussion of Jewish tradition in dispute and Roth’s place in 
Jewish tradition. Chapters Two and Three will scrutinize his representative 
work The Ghost Writer. Chapter Two, “Roth’s Transmission of Jewish 
Tradition”, as the title implies, will explore the transmission of Jewish 
tradition embodied in The Ghost Writer. Within the theoretical framework 
of Edward Shils’s idea of the tradition’s stability, different aspects of 
Jewish tradition incarnated in the fiction will be presented, such as the 
generation gap, the drifting life, the Jewish suffering and the orphanage 
state. And Chapter Three will firstly delve in the endogenous and 
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of the transgression of Jewish tradition incarnated in the fiction will be 
made to show Philip Roth’s imagination, bravery and talent. This part 
includes Roth’s rebellion against the Yiddish language, the taboo of 
intermarriage, the Jewish pride and his demythologizing process of the 
Jewish child martyr Anne Frank. Also, Roth’s postmodern writing 
techniques will be analyzed.  
After analysis, we draw the conclusion that the answer to the question 
is definitely negative. Roth is and will remain a Jewish writer. It is not 
because others regard him as one, but because he writes about characters 
called Zuckerman, Epstein, Kepesh, and their mothers, about their lives. 
All the experiences in his fictions reflect the words, intonations, 
expressions and mannerisms with which the Jews are so generously 
endowed. Rather than an explicit embodiment of Jewish tradition, however, 
he takes a faint and latent refraction without intention. He is both a 
transmitter and a transgressor of Jewish tradition. He tries to construct a 
new house, but the materials he uses are inherited from his ancestors. 
Nobody can escape from the tradition he inherits, neither can Roth shed 
away his Jewishness completely. And in the multicultural background, the 
assimilation of Jewish tradition by American ideology is not only 
inevitable but also progressive. Philip Roth represents a generation who 
tries to cut away the rigid Jewish doctrine and morality and innovate and 














Chapter One  Philip Roth and Jewish Tradition 
Chapter One  Philip Roth and Jewish Tradition 
1.1 Edward Shils’s Theory of Tradition’s Stability and 
Change 
No more tradition’s chains shall bind us. 
--“The Internationale” 
  There is a great need in the world for a better understanding of the 
nature of tradition and for a better appreciation of its value. 
                                      --Edward Shils  
This is an era in which reason, freedom and progress are frequently 
chanted while sensibility, mystery and ignorance are much attacked and 
denounced. The fate of tradition is like the leaves in the autumn wind, 
undergoing the periods of exuberance, withering and falling. For modern 
people, tradition is the bondage and barrier on their way to a rational, free 
and ideal world, and they take the responsibility to free themselves from 
tradition, the experience of history and family environment. Especially 
after the Enlightenment Movement, reason has acted as both the guiding 
light of progressists and a vigorous weapon against tradition. Suffering 
under this untenable presumption, the existent, especially the inherited, is 
constantly debated and altered. Though with the slight recent turn in the 
fortunes of the inheritance and of the past from which it comes, the 
intellectual and political discourses still remain on a movement forward 
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that Edward Shils, an influential American sociologist, worked against the 
grain and published his monumental book, Tradition, to explain his theory 
of tradition’s stability, change and future. 
Edward Shils (1910-1995), the distinguished professor on the 
Committee on Social Thought and in Sociology in the University of 
Chicago, was one of the world’s most influential sociologists. He was 
internationally renowned for his research on the role of intellectuals and 
their relations to power and public policy. The Balzan Foundation, in Milan, 
recognized his scholarship in 1983 with the awarding of the Balzan Prize, 
an honor given in fields in which the Nobel Prize is not awarded. Shils was 
recognized for his “important, innovative and unique contribution to 
contemporary sociology.” In recognizing his work, the Balzan Foundation 
said, “Probably more than any other single person, he has stressed the 
importance of combining them into a single framework, thus making an 
important contribution toward a truly universal, general sociology, as 
opposed to the ‘French,’ ‘German’ and ‘American’ sociologies.” 
His monumental book, Tradition, is an exact incarnation of the Balzan 
Foundation’s commendation. In nearly every Western country, an 
increasing proportion of educated and enlightened persons have for a long 
time thought that many beliefs, practices, and institutions prevailing in 
their societies needed to be changed, replaced, or discarded in favor of new 
ones, which would inevitably be better ones. Very few people argue for the 
revival of the beliefs and institutions of the remote past, which have been 
obliterated in the recent past. The belief in the irretrievability of institutions 
and beliefs is so widespread that it takes unusual intellectual courage, even 
foolhardiness, to be reactionary in intellectual circles. It is with this 














Chapter One  Philip Roth and Jewish Tradition 
important book, Tradition. As he writes in the preface, “This book about 
tradition is evidence of the need for tradition. If there had been other 
comprehensive books about tradition and traditions, this book would have 
been a better one” (ⅶ). He says so because there are books about tradition in 
Islamic theology and law, about tradition in Judaism, but there is no book 
about tradition that tries to see the common ground and elements of tradition 
and analyze what difference traditions make in human life. This is what his 
book undertakes to do.  
Before having a detailed presentation of the theoretical framework of 
this thesis, one thing needs to be clarified, that is, what is tradition? What is 
the meaning of tradition? When we speak of tradition, we take it as 
something which was created, was performed or believed in the past, or 
which is believed to have existed and performed in the past. Traditio, the 
Latin form of tradition, was a mode of transferring the ownership of 
private property in Roman law. In Tradition, Shils takes a wide view of 
what tradition is, and analyzes tradition in four aspects.  
Firstly, tradition is the transmitted things. It is anything which is 
transmitted or handed down from the past to the present. The degree of 
rational deliberation, which has entered into its creation, presentation, and 
reception, has nothing to do with whether it is a tradition. The decisive 
criterion is that, having been created through human actions, through 
thought and imagination. It is handed down from one generation to the 
next. Material objects (such as the Iliad, the Parthenon), beliefs, images, 
practices, institutions, can all be tradition. As for practices and institutions, 
it is not the particular concrete actions which are transmitted. The 
transmissible parts of them are the patterns or images of actions which they 
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